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THE DRAGON TREE
b y Stepan Chapman
There was once, or there wasn’t, or there actually was,
I’m not sure, a kingdom by the sea called Qrobika.
The Orobeskan mountain range ran along the
kingdom’s inland border. On the foothills grew the
Orobeskan Forest. For as long as anyone could remember,
the forest had grown there, tall and dark and plentiful. The
evergreens provided the people of Orobika with their winter
wood, and the oaks and walnut trees and chestnuts dropped
a good part of their winter food.
Orobika was a lucky kingdom. It had forest land and
form land, pasture land and a bay with a for harbor. But it
also had a king, and this king was very greedy.
His name was King Opko, and his castle overlooked the
harbor town called Orosopesk. King Opko was so greedy
that having a kingdom wasn’t enough for him. He also
wished to be the richest king in the world.
Merchants came to Orosopesk on sailing ships, with
golden coins in their purses.
King Opko taxed his subjects to the bone and traded
away most of their crops. But no matter how much gold he
piled up in his treasury, it was never enough to please him.
The King decided that Orobika was a very poor nation.
Also, the formers were becoming arrogant and unruly. Even
his loyal army could hardly control the rising tide of
complaint and disobedience.
One day in late autumn, it came to King Opko’s mind
that he should sell the Orobeskan Forest, thus to glorify his
treasury. He would sell the trees for lumber, and the forest
would eventually grow back, or so he assumed. Greatly
pleased with this plan, the King summoned his most trusted
commander, General Ash, to his throne room.
“I need for you to collect some oxen and carts,” said the
King. “And axes, plenty of axes. Then you must march the
army inland to the hills.”
“Are we to camp there this winter?” asked the General.
“No. You are to chop down the forest.”
The General frowned. “What part o f the forest, Your
Highness?”
“The whole forest. Every single tree. I don’t want one
tree left standing. I must have a great lot o f wood, so that I
can sell it for a great deal of gold.”
General Ash was a good soldier, so he didn’t try to
argue. He clicked the heels of his boots together and
departed from the throne room. Then he organized a
company of men to find the needful oxen and carts and
tools and tents.
Carts and animals, tents and provisions, rope and axes
were separated from their previous owners. The General

took his place at the head of his ranks and marched them
out of Orosopesk, bound for the hills.
At the edge o f the forest, they passed the cottage o f a
family o f charcoal burners: An old woman fell into step
beside Ash. “Crane to cut some wood?” she asked.
“Worse than that,” said Ash. “We’ve been ordered to
lay low the whole forest.”
“Are you mad?”
“The king is mad. He told us to spare no tree.”
“And you obey? You mnstn’tF The old woman stood
on the road in front o f Ash and blocked his way. Ash
signaled his soldiers to halt.
“Who will stop us7’ he asked her.
“The Dragon Tree,” she answered, sticking out her
chin. “The Dragon Tree will step you.”
“And what, Old Woman, is a Dragon Tree?”
“Such ignorance!” the old woman exclaimed. “The
legend of the Dragon Tree is as old as these woods! I
learned it from my grandmother. Somewhere in the forest,
no one knows just where, grows the Dragon Tree. Beneath
its roots is a hidden cavern, and in this cavern, there sleeps
a fearsome creature. If a woodsman’s ax should ever touch
that enchanted tree, then the dragon will arise from its lair,
to slay the woodsman and all those who threaten the forest.
This enchantment was given to the forest by the Oak
Spirits, in the Early Days o f the World.”
The soldiers began to grumble among themselves.
“A stupid story,” General Ash said loudly. “A stray for
frightening children. But we are fighting men, and not so
easily frightened.” Ash gave another signal, and the men
marched up the road and into the forest.
The old woman hobbled back toward her cottage.
“Frightening children,” die said to herself “Frightening
children indeed. All of this happened before, long ago. Now
it will happen again.”
The army hiked deep into the forest and made thencamp. That night, they sat around their fires and told jokes
about the terrible Dragon Tree. The jokes weren’t funny,
but the soldiers laughed at them, just the same.
The next morning, they set to their work. Some men
did nothing but fell trees. Others chopped branches from
trunks all day. The oxen drivers tied the stripped trunks to
the yokes o f their oxen. The oxen dragged the trees to camp,
to be sawed into sections. The work went smoothly. Piles of
logs grew tall, as one day followed another.
On the night o f the full mocn, asleep in his tent,
General Ash dreamed of an Oak Spirit. In the dream, he
was raising his ax to strike down an oak sapling. A little
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children will starve, and the old people will freeze. Is that
truly what you want?”
“Soldiers can’t do what they want,” Ash objected. “We
do as we’re commanded.”
“Then I command that you stop,” said the little girl
made of wood. As she spoke, the general realized that his
ax blade, though he struggled to hold it still, was moving,
very slowly, toward her neck.
“But you aren’t the King,” he argued. “So please move
out o f the way.”
“But I’m standing here,” said the Oak Spirit “I can’t
just walk away. I think you should go and kill that king of
yours, if you must be always killing things.”
General Ash woke up, just as his ax touched the girl’s
neck. Tears were running down his face.
At sunrise, a bugler roused the men. They dressed and
ate and hiked off to their work sites. Ash sat at a roughhewn
table under an elm tree and drew maps o f the forest. When
the sun was high in the sky, a soldier named Ivor came to
him with a report.
“There’s a dead oak, Sir, a league or so to the north.
We’ve been trying all morning to bring it down, Sir. Three
of us.”
“Try harder,” said Ash.
“The strange thing is, Sir, we’ve broken six ax blades
on it. And we haven’t made a scratch.”
“Six axes broken?” Ash stood up. He’d been wanting to
stretch his legs. “Show me this tree. I’ll cut it down
myself.”
The great oak stood alone, at the center o f a clearing.
Birch trees ringed the clearing, and dense pines cast their
shadows beyond. The tangled branches o f the oak seemed to
fill the windy sky. The sun shone down through rattling
black twigs. Two soldiers named Vasily and Nikolas were
sitting under the tree and hying to mend the broken axes.
When they saw Ash approaching, they jumped to their feet
and saluted.
Ash took off his bright red jacket with its gold braid
and epaulets. “Give me an ax,” he said, “and stand back.”
He walked slowly around the trunk, feeling the bark.
He picked a spot and swung his ax. He swung again and
again. Chips of wood went flying.
Vasily turned to Nikolas. “What did we do wrong?”
Nikolas scratched his ear. “It wants to be chopped
down by an officer, I suppose. Now if I were a tree...”
“Be silent,” snapped Ivor. “The General needs to
concentrate.”
The crack of breaking wood rang out, high above their
heads. A massive limb came crashing down through the
dead branches. The four men dashed for the edge of the
clearing. A great weight of dry wood smashed to earth, just
where Ash had been standing.
Ash brushed the leaves from his shirt. “That tree is
trying to kill me,” he said.

The three soldiers laughed, but not very happily. Their
eyes were wide with fear.
Ash retrieved his ax from beneath the fallen limb. He
attacked the dead oak tree as if it were indeed his mortal
enemy. He chopped from the left, and he (hopped from the
right, until sweat ran down his neck and soaked his shirt.
The pine woods echoed with the blows o f his ax. Before
long, he had hacked his way halfway through the trunk.
The oak gave a groan, long and low. The soldiers felt
their hair stand on end. The whole forest was groaning, in
chorus with the groaning o f the oak. The oak leaned west.
Its trunk twisted into splinters. The four men ran east. The
great tree thundered down through the birches and the pines
and smashed a path to the forest floor, where it lay, with
brown needles raining down on it.
The three soldiers raised their arms and cheered for
General Ash. But still, they didn’t turn their backs cat the
stump at the center of the clearing, for they half expected a
dragon to crawl out o f it.
Ash tossed down his ax and picked up his red jacket.
“Back to work,” he said.
Just then, Ivor pointed a trembling finger at the leaves
around their feet. “It moved,” Ivor said hoarsely.
“What moved?” Ash demanded.
“The ground”
The earth began to shake and tilt, as though some huge
creature were squirming beneath it.
A thick, shaggy root of oak wood burst from the soil
and whipped itself angrily to and fro. Chancing to touch
Nikolas, the root wrapped itself around his neck, choked
him to death, and twisted off his head.
Vasily snatched up a hatchet and ran to Nikolas’s aid.
Twice, Vasily struck at the root. Then a thick loop of it
shoved him to the ground and fell across his waist. The root
sank back into the earth, and the soil closed over it like
water. Vasily’s spine split in two, with a brittle noise, like
the snapping o f a dry stick. Two dead bodies lay in the
leaves, in four pieces.
The oak stump yanked up eight of its crooked, black
roots and used th an as legs, to push itself free of the
ground.
“What do we do?’ said Ivor.
“Go get help,” said Ash. “Bring torches and some tar.
I’ll try to keep it here.”
Ivor ran off
The stump o f the Dragon Tree, (for that was what it
was,) shodt the last clumps o f sod from its eight long legs.
A cold, green eye opened in a bole on the stump. The eye
squinted at General Ash. The stump pointed its broken end
at him, and the mangled wood split down the middle and
opened into a pair o f spiked, wooden jaws. The Tree dug its
claws into the earth and hissed at A sh- a sound like leaves
in a gale.
Moving slowly, Ash crouched down and got hold of an
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ax. Always feeing the Tree, he gradually circled the
clearing. As he circled the Tree, it circled him, glaring
down from its pale green eye.
The longest o f its devious, twisting roots leapt up and
snagged Ash’s ankle. Ash fell to the ground. The Tree’s
jagged blade snout drove like two stakes into the soil on
either side o f Ash’s head. Its splintery teeth pressed in on
h is skull. A shaggy root draped itself across his neck and
held him down, like a cat playing with a grasshopper.
General Ash smelled oak leaves. Then he smelled wine.
Then smoke. Thick, sour smoke.
All at once, he was free o f the wooden jaws. His men
were pulling him to his fed and dragging him from the
clearing.
The Dragon Tree was writhing in flames. Finally it
curled its legs into a dense blade ball and crumbled to bits.
A moaning wind blew through the pines, and foul, gray
smoke dung to the hills like fog. The forest had lost its
andent champion.
When the fire burned low and died, the soldiers poked
through the coals and made sure that nothing was left alive.
Then they buried Vasily and Nikolas.
The next day, they went on with their work as before.
They had feced the Dragon Tree and burnt it to cinders.
Now they had nothing to worry about. More logs were cut,
and the oxen dragged bundles o f them down to the harbor at
Orosopesk. The log piles grew tall, as the forest steadily
shrank. By November, the hills were a rutted waste of
frozen, brown mud and dead stumps.
General Ash sat astride his horse in his fine red jacket.
He surveyed the devastation and shock his head sadly.
“The King has given me many foolish commands,” he
said to him self “But this... This is the lim it That girl in my
dream had the right idea. I should have killed him long
ago.”
It seemed very strange to Ash that he and his men
could destroy a forest or defeat a monster, yet were
incapable o f killing one small, fet king.
On their last day in the foothills, the army broke ramp
and made preparations to drag the last of the logs to
Orosopesk. The Orobeskan forest was a thing o f the past.
The next morning was cold and rainy. General Ash had
been awake fix hours. He’d polished his boots and brushed
his coat with the gold braid and the epaulets. The tents were
folded; the carts, loaded, and the oxen, harnessed. Ash
stood at the head of his ranks and signaled the forward
march.
They marched across the foothills, all ice and mud and
smoldering fires and drifting smoke. General Ash noticed a

twig caught in his hair. He pulled it loose, but more twigs
grew in its place; fix indeed Ash’s head was sprouting
twigs. He plucked at them, as he marched along, but his
finger had grown clumsy and stiff and his nails were
forming leaves.
Ash turned to Ivor and tried to speak. His tongue had
turned to wood. He saw that Ivor’s neck had grown very
long and very like to the trunk of a birch tree, and he saw
that Ivor’s legs had taken root in the road. And in feet, the
whole army had stepped in its tracks. Every soldier had
turned into a tree, right ■where he stood.
The Oak Spirits had worked an enchantment cm the
army, and the enchantment didn’t end there. From the
grove o f saplings so suddenly planted in the road, there
radiated a system of roots. The roots plowed through the
mud and clay, extending themselves to the farthest regions
of the ruined forest. In mere hours, a new forest rose up, just
as tall and beautiful as the one that the soldiers had cut
down.
The new forest was grown from the flesh o f General
Ash and his army. That is why the Orobeskans sometimes
call it the Fewest o f Soldiers. And that is why on a certain
day in November, they send a keg of beer up to the forest
and pour it on the ground.
The Orobeskans render this small service to the ghosts
o f the soldiers, in honor of their sacrifice. In their lives,
those men committed a grievous crime. But it can also be
said that they paid fix the crime with their lives. Many
women lost their husbands, that November, long ago. Many
children lost their fathers.
For years afterwards, widows would take their children
to visit the forest. “See these trees?” they would say. “One
of these trees was once your poppa. But no one knows
which.”
“How did poppa end up as a tree?” the children would
ask their mothers.
The widows would sigh, and they would answer. “By
doing as he was told.”
Sometimes a peculiarly curious child would seek out an
old grandmother and ask whether the Dragon Tree had
truly been burnt to nothing.
Orobeskan grandmothers have a ready reply for this
question: “The old Dragon Tree was burnt to nothing. But a
new one took its place. Somewhere in the fewest is the tree
that was once General Ash. And if an ax blade ever touches
that tree... Well... It wouldn’t be pretty.”
And perhaps, or perhaps not, or perhaps indeed, the
grandmothers are right.
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